Stuart Hadow Short Story Prize 2018
Judges Report - Laurie Steed

I return to the Fellowship of Writers with immense gratitude as the judge of the 2018 Stuart Hadow Short Story Prize. This prize was, in actuality, the first point of recognition for my own fiction in 2004, when my story, ‘Open Mouth,’ was Highly Commended by then Judge John Harman. 

With that in mind, I approached the stories submitted expecting not the perfect, or definite article, for I presented anything but in my time as an entrant. Instead, I was looking for an original, identifiable voice. A story that was willing to be honest, or brave, as opposed to simply being erudite, or clever. I wanted to read the winner, saying not necessarily, ‘This is true,’ but that ‘it feels true.’ That the words, their world seemed strangely familiar, and resonated well after the last page, whether or not it was a life I had lived or to which I’d been privy. 

First up, I’d like to talk a little about those stories not celebrated today. For the most part, those not selected were very much worthy of reading. Some bit off more than they could chew: in this respect, a story told in letters, or in the future, or even too far into the past requires as much, if not more discipline than those texts set within the present day. Other stories had not quite grasped how central conflict is to a fine short story. Without it, you’re left with little more than reflection, and that alone cannot create the necessary velocity to fuel a short narrative. 
Story titles were also often misunderstood or were simply too literal. Titles that harken too explicitly back to a song, event, or famed phrase risk being linked too strongly to the existing text or occurrence (depending on the visibility of the former.) Similarly, an overtly clever or funny story title makes me want to gouge my eye out with a pen, so please desist from doing this, if only for the sake of my tired, precious eyes. 
The two commended stories in this year’s Stuart Hadow Short Story Prize could not be more different: ‘Tropical Cyclone’ deftly uses comedy and a boy’s love for his corn snake to break up what might otherwise be a harrowing story of environmental destruction, while ‘Forget It Jake,’ not only looks at what we make of things while we travel, but also what it means to travel; to both escape and yet find one’s self, and one’s mistakes inescapable. Both are wholly original, utterly intoxicating stories of people and their vastly different means of adaption to a personal and geographical catastrophe. 

The Highly Commended stories were ‘Salt of the Earth' and ‘Behavioural Experiment,' stories grounded in the every day, and with a ring of truth to each. The former deals with two sisters, and the father they're fast losing to dementia. There are salt and sea, but it’s just as much a story about change, and time, the churning of our lives, throwing up the next challenge. The latter story, ‘Behavioural Experiment,’ is more about the anxiety's inexorable fault lines, and how they snake into what to some would be just another everyday situation. For Anya, not so much, and her struggle is all the more inspiring as it's subtly and honestly told, honouring her reality as familiar, frightening, and understandable, all at once.


The third-place story was ‘Kind,' a deceptively simple story about a mother, a daughter, and the man they get to know while cleaning his expansive apartment. The cleaners, of course, are nowhere near as wealthy as their tenant, Joe, but they know a thing about care and compassion, as is seen through the man they share, in vastly different ways. Nothing is ever loud or lewd within the story, bar its final line; it's a measured exercise in domestic restraint, where what matters most is the passing time as opposed to the lurid lipstick drama that might permeate this piece if written by a lesser writer. 


The Second Place story, ‘One Time My Sister,’ flips the script on intimacy as much as ‘Kind’ but again, in different ways. The story’s set mostly at school, two sisters and a teacher, and again it's about kindness; here, how what is ‘kind' can be just as mean as a list of a girl's shortcomings, thrown to the victim. It's a story about the adolescent's desperate need for connection and seeking it in anyone who shows the slightest of interest. It's also about how the only thing worse than conforming, in the eyes of your peers, is daring to stand out. More than anything, though, it's a patient, honest story about complex situations, and choices made. A time where when one might ask the common teaching question, ‘why here, and why now?' and find the answer word for word, on every page of the story.


The winner of this year’s Stuart Hadow Short Story Prize, ‘Chair,’ was, quite simply, the most polished, best-executed story of a strong submissions pile, and, as with each story placed from first to third, its voice was particularly distinctive. Of all the stories, though, this showed the greatest grasp of metaphor, and pain as rendered through an apt, identifiable symbol of the greater conflict. By all accounts, this story shouldn’t work, and yet it does (and how) by collating the mess of the world, the crossover between the emotional and the physiological to entwine them, fingers interlocked, until you wonder how you never saw the connection. You read its final lines, thought made audible, a quiet ‘hmm,’ as though you’ve found a clue, and perhaps you have. If nothing else, ‘Chair’ is a clue as to how you write a great story, and why you should bother in the first place. 
My thanks to the WA Fellowship of Writers for inviting me to judge this year, in their 80th Anniversary Celebrations. My apprenticeship at the Fellowship in my early years as a writer is something I hold in high regard, and I'm forever grateful for their early support, and for the continuation of this Prize. I hope today's winners are similarly inspired and remain dedicated. For, while the writer's path is one of ups and downs, I've not yet found a better way to live my life.


